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Introduction - The Deliberation in Schools program
The Deliberation in Schools pilot program was conducted by a team of
researchers/practitioners, supported by the International Association for Public
Participation (IAP2) Australasia. The aim was to build the capacity of students to engage
productively as citizens in our democracy, both now and in the future. Classroom
deliberation enables students to get a clearer understanding of issues in their society
and everyday lives, find their own vocabulary to explain and discuss issues, and thereby
cultivate their motivation for further engagement in and beyond school.
The pilot involved programs in two public schools in the ACT (a primary school and a
secondary college). Each program comprised 5 teaching sessions (approx. 2 hours each)
over one term, focusing on topics selected from the Australian Curriculum and skills
relating to the General Capabilities. The team worked with teachers to co-design
teaching sessions in line with the curriculum and the learning needs of the class.
It is anticipated that this deliberative approach will be useful to teachers and
practitioners/facilitators working with young people. Based on the pilot, we will
develop professional development (PD) resources, which will provide guidance and
resources to conduct similar programs in other schools and other settings.
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The second pilot program, with a year 11/12 group at Hawker College, was conducted
in October - November 2018. This followed a first program run at Ainslie primary
school with year 5 students (see Ainslie report). The program involved deliberation on
the topic of peace and conflict in Australia. The controversy that arose allowed us to
explore and test deliberative techniques for encouraging productive disagreement. In
essence, this program was about peace and conflict in deliberation.

Background
In the face of a global crisis of democracy (polarization, political intolerance, public
distrust), deliberative democracy is increasingly in the spotlight. Deliberative
democracy is an idea that puts citizens’ collective ‘voice’ rather than ‘vote’ at the
heart of democratic processes. In the ideal, deliberation is more than conversation or
debate; it is a communicative practice of (1) justification and reasoning, (2) reflection,
and (3) listening. The hope is that by facilitating citizens’ deliberation in public spaces,
deliberative democracy will promote mutual understanding, include the voices of the
marginalised, help to formulate citizens’ collective opinion, and thereby contribute to
reflective, democratic decision-making in political spaces. There are now many practical
examples that have demonstrated at least some of these benefits.
For a long time, deliberation has been regarded as adult citizens’ political activity. In
recent years, however, this assumption has been challenged by the increasing political
engagement of young people and children. This is exemplified by recent student-led
climate change protests – School Strike 4 Climate Change – happening across Australia
and beyond. School students have used various deliberative strategies to express their
interests, justify their position, and bring new perspectives into the public sphere.
These actions also demonstrate that young people are looking for ways to have their
voices count in political decisions that affect them now and in the future.
Children and young people are deliberators. How can we assist them to be more
effective deliberators? One answer to this question is to introduce deliberation into the
school/classroom context. Providing children with an equal opportunity to deliberate in
the classroom can increase their sense of agency, contribution and role as democratic
citizens. As well as improving their communication skills and self-esteem, the hope is
that this will enhance their democratic participation in and beyond school. In a culture
of growing polarisation and adversarial debate, we may then look to the next generation
to bring civility, respect and thoughtfulness to public debate.
Against this backdrop, our research team (Wendy Russell, Pierrick Chalaye, Kei
Nishiyama) conducted this pilot project on Deliberation in Schools in Canberra in 2018
in order to investigate the teaching of deliberation as a communicative practice in
schools and to conduct some experimental practices. Democratic deliberation is
designed on some key components to make it more inclusive: (1) student-centric, (2)
reason-exchange, (3) listening, (4) reflection, and (5) collaboration. We were therefore
particularly interested to explore whether this practice can enhance the participation of
a range of students.
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Pilot 2 – Hawker College Global Studies
This second pilot was run at Hawker College with a year 11/12 cohort taking a Global
Studies unit. Hawker college is a non-selective public senior college, catering to a fairly
diverse group of students from the Belconnen area. The pilot program was a
collaboration with the teacher, Tom Greenwell, who was interested in how the program
might help to work through polarisation and encourage students to engage with
different perspectives. Working closely with Tom in designing and conducting the pilot,
we tailored the program to the unit and the class. We also learnt a lot from each other.
The topic was Peace and Conflict, and it followed on from a unit the previous term, in
which the students studied conflict elsewhere in the world. This pilot focused on peace
and the question: ‘Is Australia a Peaceful Nation?’, which formed the focus of the pilot
and the unit. The Deliberation in Schools sessions were held in a 2-hour period each
week. Between sessions, Tom presented new material and activities that complemented
them. The pilot program was followed by the major assessment item – an in-class
reflective essay.
The first session involved an ice-breaker followed by a reflection and discussion about
good communication, and development of a set of Good Communication Guidelines.
These guidelines were based on students’ own ideas about good communication (Fig.
1). We had trouble developing a memorable mnemonic for this pilot, but HERB OIL kind
of stuck.

Honesty
Empathy
Respect
Body Language
Openness
Inclusiveness
Listening
Figure 1. The Hawker Good Communication Guidelines
The good communication guidelines were used throughout the pilot in various activities
in which the students reflected on their own communication strengths, on what they
were learning, and on group dynamics. All sessions began and ended with brief
reflective check-ins/-outs.
Student comment: “What is important for good communication is openness from
both sides, respect, honesty, empathy, and understanding.”
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Discussions of peace and conflict began with students discussing “‘What would a
completely peaceful society be like?” in small groups. They were encouraged to think
broadly, and to consider whether peace is purely the absence of war or is related to
other desirable features of a peaceful society. This discussion was continued and
extended in the second week, using a World Café approach to consider “Is Australia a
peaceful nation?”.
In the third week, the student explored a range of specific sub-questions that had arisen
from discussions, including:
•

Are women in Australia guaranteed safety, dignity and respect?

•

Does our foreign aid budget promote peace?

•

Is the act of violent dispossession that Australia was founded on something
that is in the past or remains present in our society today?

•

Has our participation in the ‘War on Terror’ been defensive or aggressive?

•

Does Australia’s leadership of International Force East Timor illustrate our
peacefulness?

Students were asked to choose one of these questions and discuss it in small groups,
using a Fishbowl approach (a small circle of volunteers discussed the topic in the centre
and other students sat in a larger circle outside listening and not speaking).
In the fourth week, the students continued their discussion on the focus question in
small groups, breaking their response down into arguments for and against Australia as
a peaceful nation. In two larger groups they explored these arguments, deliberating on
which arguments they agreed with or disagreed about, and how important they
considered them. They then identified an area of disagreement and formed separate
groups with opposing perspectives, including some ‘neutral’ students in each group
who hadn’t made up their minds. These ‘neutral’ students listened to the arguments of
the opposing students, and then came back together to develop a collective position.
The final session began with an exercise on defining peace. The groups then drew on
these definitions and on the disagreements and agreements from last week to develop a
group stance on the question. They presented these stances at the end and had a final
check-out, in which they reported on their experiences with the course.

Observations and findings
Through reflection on the communication guidelines, students became aware of their
own communication, and worked to build their skills, through becoming aware of
weaknesses and behaviours they wanted to change, as well as limitations that they
needed to work with. They also explored how communication behaviours affected other
group members and group dynamics. A variety of structures for group deliberation gave
the class an opportunity to explore new dynamics in which individual students took on
new roles, either more actively listening or sharing than they had been accustomed to in
the established pattern. We hope that this gave the students access to a wider set of
communication repertoires, beyond their existing sense of themselves and their
strengths and weaknesses.
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Student comment: “Deliberation is inclusive. Everyone joined in and shared their
point of view.”
An understanding of group dynamics may improve inclusion, especially for those who
feel excluded by difference, disability or mental health challenges. This can be assisted
by the work of the facilitator/s in structuring activities and guiding discussions, based
on their learning about the group. For example, small group discussions and writing
exercises can be more comfortable for students who suffer anxiety.
The exercises were designed to help the students get clearer on their views and
commitments in relation to the topic. Once again, students were encouraged to express
their individuality and difference, but to explain themselves and seek to understand
others. At the same time, the deliberative setting created space for students to change
their minds. Taken together, these aspects of the program – awareness and valuing of
individuality and difference, and ability to learn and change – may help students to
develop their sense of identity, while encouraging them to explore and change in
response to new experiences and knowledge.
Student comment: “We were able to manage our disagreement and explore peace
through the same lens but with different perspectives”
The pilot showed how deliberative approaches can build capacity for democratic
disagreement. Most students began by deliberating in a ‘peaceful’ way, i.e. they agreed
or accepted each other’s opinions, and made efforts to avoid conflict. They agreed that:
“Australia is generally a peaceful nation, with some elements of conflict”. Sensing that
disagreement did exist in the group, we felt that this polite agreement was related to
our emphasis in the program on mutual respect and the right of everyone to be heard,
discomfort with conflict among some students, and perhaps a shallow understanding of
others’ opinions.
Student comment: “After deliberation, we realised that we have
quite different opinions.”
We therefore encouraged exploration of disagreement through the activity in week four
(see above), which visualised students’ disagreements and encouraged them to engage
with them in productive ways. This ‘polite disagreement’ is important because
disagreement is key to deliberation, in sharing and exploring different views, learning
and opinion change, and coming to collective judgements that reflect all perspectives.
Student comment: “Deliberation plays an important role in creating
middleground of our differences.”
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The pilot also highlighted the value of deliberation as inquiry. Students’ deliberation
about peace lead them to explore more deeply the concept of peace and how it should
be defined. Deliberative practices gave students an opportunity to recognise the
essentially contested nature of peace as a concept. A tension existed between
definitional debates on the one hand and attempts to achieve consensus on the other,
highlighting this contestation. In seeking to go beyond ‘Australia is in some ways
peaceful, in other ways not’, the class began to explore a range of underlying issues of
relevance to the question (peace-keeping, foreign aid, gender discrimination,
indigenous rights), stimulated and supported by the teacher.
Student comment: “Quite often, I am quite passionate, but I learnt to manage it
to make deliberation inclusive.”
Deliberation can also facilitate inquiry and communication on difficult topics,
including ones that involve very different perspectives, power imbalances and/or which
connect the personal with the political. In discussing gender discrimination, girls were
able to speak passionately about their personal experiences. At the same time, boys
were able to express skepticism or consider the issue more broadly. This allowed all
students to engage and to listen and learn from each other. In a deliberative process,
personal accounts can be heard alongside more general commentaries and evidence,
ideally in ways that give each space and respect, and encourage mutual learning.

Centre for Deliberative Democracy and Global Governance & Double Arrow

Deliberation in Schools
Pilot 2: Year 11, Hawker College
This is to certify that

participated in this 5 week course and developed communication and collaboration skills,
learning to listen, speak up, reflect, reason, deal with conflict and work together with other students.

21 November 2018
Wendy Russell

Kei Nishiyama
Pierrick Chalaye
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Implications for the project
Following on from our observation of primary-aged students, development of
deliberation and good communication skills (especially respect, listening, reflection) is
also beneficial for high school students, particularly in improving their ability to
communicate and collaborate together. It can help them to learn productive
disagreement, a capacity that can be valuable to them in the context of complex and
contested issues, but which is also valuable for democracy. Deliberative approaches at
this age may be valuable for students who experience anxiety or alienation, potentially
increasing inclusion of these students, and can facilitate discussion of difficult topics
and sensitive issues. The skills they learn may help students to express their
individuality and identity, but may also give students more flexibility in relation to
both communication styles and commitments.
The pilot has emphasised the value of facilitation, both as a technique of supporting
inclusive, deliberative communication, but also as a process of design to promote
democratic processes in the classroom. It also reinforces the observation that all
students can contribute to judgments about important issues relevant to democracy,
not just student leaders.

Further questions
•
•
•
•
•

•

What contributions can this approach make to inclusion (e.g. language, culture,
ability, mental health), and how can we assess this?
Beyond building students’ capacities and learning, what roles can deliberation play
in schools (e.g. decision-making, conflict resolution, problem-solving)?
What is the link between students’ deliberation in schools and their out-ofclassroom activities? (We deliberate in the classroom, then?)
Given the different roles of facilitators and teachers, how can they work together to
maximise the benefits of deliberation for students and for their own learning?
Deliberation needs knowledge; but what kind of knowledge should deliberation
focus on (e.g. curriculum knowledge, knowledge from students’ lived experiences,
knowledge from students’ research and inquiry)? Can deliberation help to integrate
different kinds of knowledge?
In deliberation as inquiry, what opportunities and challenges arise as concepts
under consideration become increasingly abstract, polysemic (having multiple
meanings) and contested?
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